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Intercultural education, a response to contemporary multilingual 
societies and a new challenge for Maritime Education and Training 
(MET) Institutions  









Globalization has made intercultural communication inevitable. Communicating with other cultures characterizes today’s 
workplace, classroom, and community. Intercultural communication is of importance in any career field, but for maritime 
institutions, especially, this topic has become a ‚must-have’ of education.  
The teacher faces new challenges while teaching students pertaining to different cultural and ethnic environments. The way of 
approaching such issues is vital if we aim to achieve a peaceful global unity. On the other hand the onboard training of our 
nautical students has come in the aid of identifying the features of the challenges they face during their onboard training. Such 
challenges are the result of a multicultural crew dynamics made up of different people speaking different languages.  
This is the reason of tackling such a topic in our paper as we are trying to develop methodological and pedagogical strategies for 
intercultural education adapted both to our own environment and to the cultural diversity that our students must absorb. The 
results of our research will help us to develop and implement the “Intercultural Communication Onboard Ships” as a course that 
is to be implemented within marine education curriculum 
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1. Introduction 
In consequence of various predicaments of the culture concepts and of an applied communication theory, that is 
mainly oriented towards cooperation and understanding, research in the field of intercultural communication is 
facing epistemological paradoxes. Thinking about qualitative research on intercultural communication and 
competence thus means facing these foundational theoretical obstacles. Studying the field of intercultural 
communication is a highly complex task for researchers. Especially the controversial concept of culture, as one of 
this field's key components, often causes theoretical difficulties, which are being inevitably reproduced in every 
intercultural research setting. 
The current state of affairs represents a new challenge for the mutual relationship between the actors, namely the 
present Maritime Lecturer as a trainer and the future marine officer as a trainee working within a multilingual 
environment. Under these circumstances the Maritime Lecturer must be equipped with the teaching methods par 
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excellence so that his/her students should receive and understand the information accurately in order to be trained to 
face and control the challenges within multilingual crews.  
 
2. Dilemma of intercultural communication research 
 
Studying the field of intercultural communication is a highly complex task for researchers. Especially the 
controversial concept of culture, as one of this field's key components, often causes theoretical difficulties, which 
are being inevitably reproduced in every intercultural research setting. The theoretical problems with the culture 
concept are well known, so they need not be outlined in all detail. However, the following passages will briefly 
recount the main issues with the intention to prepare for subsequent thoughts on this concept.  
One main obstacle of addressing communication research fields under the perspective of culture is the inbuilt 
assumption of distinction. Intercultural communication research has adopted this notion of distinction, although it 
intrinsically aims to rise above it. This creates misunderstandings in the definition of intercultural communication. 
Paradoxically, cultural studies on communities have already shown decades ago that cultural groups are 
symbolically constructed and imagined rather than a natural entity (Anderson, 1983; Barth, 1998 [1969]; Cohen, 
2000 [1985]). However, intercultural communication research is still caught in this paradoxical loop: It is 
constructing precisely those differences that it initially intended to overcome.  
Another dilemma of intercultural communication research is the conceptualization of diversity within cultural 
groups. Questions of similarities and differences within cultural groups—meaning of cohesion and integration—are 
far from being understood in detail. It has also become more complicated since individuals in socially differentiated 
societies have many identity options and face the task to construct a unique, individual personality (Giddens, 1991; 
Kraus, 2006). Ideas of hybridity (Bhabha, 1994) and superdiversity (Vertovec, 2007) challenge the idea of 
intercultural research in general since cultural traditions become manifold or hazy.  
Furthermore, the idea of culture is closely connected to tradition and only scarcely to innovation or change. Thus, 
investigating intercultural communication hardly takes cultural dynamics and processes of social change into 
account. One needs to consider, however, that more or less dynamic but still ongoing change is part of every cultural 
production and reproduction. And more, dynamics seem to be increasingly relevant within modern life-styles (Welz, 
2003).  
The concept of culture thus has its limits. Even the upcoming more or less new ideas about culture, such as 
transculturality (Ortiz, 1995 [1940]; Welsch, 1999), hybridity (Bhabha, 1990, 1994) or cosmopolitanism (Hannerz, 
1996; Vertovec & Cohen, 2002) cannot solve the outlined difficulties of the culture concept. They just accentuate 
them in a different way or challenge the relevance of the concept of culture in general.  
To sum up shortly, theoretical difficulties with Intercultural Communication Research are limiting the 
understanding as outlined above. Furthermore, culture theory and communication theory as relevant theoretical 
frameworks for Intercultural Communication Research are used complementary, like two independent variables. 
Thus, the fundamental interrelation of them both, the dialectic constitution of culture and communication, is widely 
ignored.  
 
3. Safety climate and safety culture 
 
Interest was generated in “safety culture” in industry after the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) 
developed the concept in relation to the disaster at the Chernobyl nuclear power plant (IAEA, 1991). The report 
defined safety culture as the “assembly of characteristics and attitudes in organizations and individuals which 
establishes that, as an overriding priority, nuclear plant safety issues receive the attention warranted by their 
significance” (p. 1). There is a current focus in the maritime industry on safety culture after an address of the IMO 
stated that “safer shipping requires a safety culture” (International Maritime Organisation, 2002b).  
 
3.1.  Safety climate in shipping 
 
Håvold (2003) used a composite scale from existing instruments to measure safety culture, national culture, and 
risk in Norwegian shipping companies. About one third of his items are taken from a safety climate scale developed 
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for the offshore oil industry (Mearns, Whittaker, Flin, Gordon, & O'Connor, 1998). Håvold's scale was made up of 
the following factors: management/employee commitment to safety, safety norms/compliance to rules/occupational 
risk behaviour, workload/work pressure/stress, fatalism, knowledge/ competence, espoused safety values, degree of 
conflict between safety and work/priorities, reporting culture, work appreciation, officers awareness of risk, 
learning culture/ learning from accidents/organizational learning, safety communication, actions based on 
accidents, perception of safety instructions, work itself, and safety behaviour. The dependent variables in this study 
were not stated. 
The questionnaire was administered to 2,558 seafarers from 27 different countries including: Philippines, 
Norway, Poland, India, Latvia, Netherlands, Romania, Indonesia, Great Britain, and Cuba (all of these had greater 
than 10 respondents). These individuals were all working on Norwegian owned vessels. Håvold (2003) 
demonstrated a potential existence of regional cultures (cultural views as measured by the Value Survey Module 
[VSM 94]; (Hofstede, 1980) espoused by a group of individual cultures), which had the same attitudes to safety. 
Norway and Netherlands, Poland and Latvia, and the Philippines and India grouped into cultural subsets (on greater 
than 12 of 16 factors). All nations seemed to show positive attitudes toward safety and risk issues, but there were 
significant differences between the countries in the sample. Håvold (2003) also discovered that there were 
correlations between most safety and risk factors and national culture indexes. This suggests that this is an 
interesting area to investigate further, how to promote best practice from the highest performing national cultures to 
reduce these differences. He also found that vessels with crews from a single country or from two countries had 
better attitudes toward safety and risk than did those with multinational crews. Furthermore, he also established that 
cultures are a powerful index of work performance. An additional caveat to note is that Håvold administered the 
“safety culture” questionnaire in either English or Norwegian; he does not acknowledge that the Filipino sample 
may not have had the level of English necessary to understand the questions. 
To sum up these, safety climate research within this domain is in its early stages, and there still appear to be 
issues in classification of safety climate or safety culture research. When using a questionnaire to assess shipboard 
staff it is difficult to provide rationale as to how this is measuring safety culture. The research previously conducted 
has small sample sizes and often fails to link findings with any tangible outcome measures such as safety 
performance. 
4. Why intercultural communication teaching within Constanta Maritime University, Romania?  
Diversity and Cross-cultural issues exist everywhere. They exist in every aspect of our lives.  A culture clash of 
some sort occurs as soon as two people get together, since no two people, even family members, have the same 
internal world or the same view of the external world. In the broadest sense, our students 'cross' cultures with every 
person they come into contact with, whether they are the 'same' as them nor not.  Most of the time, people 
accommodate, sublimate or ignore these different 'cultures', because of common ground, shared goals and like 
interests. When people concentrate on similarities, the differences are less noticeable, or at any rate, less 
important. Once we get a certain amount of common ground, we can 'get along'. Taking all these into consideration, 
we hold the idea that Constanta Maritime University is open to and in the same time is developing several students’ 
placement programmes. In this way, the future maritime officers have the opportunity to find on their own ‘the 
magic pill’ for crossing cultures.  
The process of crossing cultures is a dynamic and complex one, where context is everything. A list of behaviours 
or a script can only take our students so far, for what is a “do” in one set of circumstances might very well be a 
“don’t” in another. We strongly believe that the “Intercultural Communication Onboard Ships” Course will help our 
students function outside the script, to understand the values and beliefs behind behaviour, and, ultimately, how 
other different people think.  
The syllabus of this special course was not so easy to be done, as we want it to be effective and helpful. The key 
question was how to choose the course’s themes so as to reach its very important aim, that was how to make 
seafarers of different cultural backgrounds work better together and not how to make them work harder or in a more 
efficient manner. During our analysis of our students’ answers to the questionnaire of the placement training report, 
it has also been observed that sometimes to opt for a more multicultural crew is to favour the well known technique 
of control, divide and rule. The ability to communicate in such an isolated and independent environment is crucial.
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Crews that can talk to each other, laugh together and – importantly – joke together are likely to work safely and 
happily irrespective of the mix of their nationalities. The ability to communicate in a common language is the 
crucial factor determining the success of a multinational crew, regardless of what nationalities are on board, or how 
many. The more seafarers can understand each other, the more likely they are to run not just an efficient and safe 
ship, but a happy ship on which personal and working relationships can be built up. 
 
4.1. What to expect from “Intercultural Communication Onboard Ships” Course
 Our course on “Intercultural Communication Onboard Ships” is designed to show students how to avoid cultural 
faux pas and pitfalls, as well as how to connect with others. At this course's conclusion, students should be able to: 
• Explain the on board ship advantages of having a multicultural workforce. 
• Describe the challenges and remedies for stereotypes in the workplace. 
• Demonstrate the use of open and closed questions. 
• Identify and explain the four basic behavioural styles and the benefits and challenges of each. 
• Describe a model of feedback, communication, and listening. 
• Explain the importance of body language in the listening process. 
• Demonstrate techniques for better listening when communicating with challenging speakers. 
• Develop an action plan to improve communication skills 
Conclusion  
Cultivating the sensitivity, skills and understanding necessary to managing cultural differences is imperative to 
one's ability to function effectively and ethically in a diverse and global workplace, city, and world. Without getting 
into cultures and sub-cultures, it is perhaps most important to realize that a basic understanding of cultural diversity 
is the key to effective cross-cultural communications. Without intently studying the individual cultures and 
languages, we must all learn how to better communicate with individuals and groups whose first language, or 
language of choice, does not match our own. It is also important that employees being thrust into communicating 
across cultures practice patience and work on their own to increase their knowledge and understanding of the 
different culture. This requires the ability to see that a person’s own behaviors and reactions are often culturally 
driven.Perhaps simply showing a genuine interest, paired with patience and understanding, is the best answer here. 
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